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        To all those that need a second chance, don’t give up. It’s worth the wait.

      

      

      

      
        
        And to my second chance at happiness, my husband, Arthur.
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      “I swear, this is the last job,” Katherine Maxwell muttered to herself as she located the wire outside the large house. Cutting it, she watched the red light go dark. Finally. Time to get out of this cold weather.

      Within seconds of picking the lock, she heard the familiar sound of victory in the form of the lock sliding open. She frowned. Cheap security systems and cheaper locks made a bad combination.

      As she stepped in cautiously, she stopped to listen for any signs of the owner moving around but heard nothing. Kat fished into her pocket and pulled a small flashlight out. Clicking it on, she observed the large sunroom with an admiring eye. Nice taste in color.

      With sure and careful steps, Kat moved through the dining room to the living room before heading down the short hallway to the small home office. She stopped again to listen and, satisfied went into the room.

      With the light of the half moon shining through the bay window, she noticed that facing the door and dominating the room was a large mahogany desk. Smoothly, she moved behind the desk, eased down in the designer leather chair and kicked her feet back on the desktop.

      She shined the light along the walls, whistling low at the expensive artwork adorning them. A large television hung in between the door and what Kat believed to be a closet. Probably watches CNN non-stop. The luminous glow continued its trail around the room. It came to rest on a picture frame nestled behind a stack of books and papers. Curious, she let her feet drop and reached for the picture. Picking it up, her heart seized as all the breath rushed out of her.

      A beautiful little girl with crystal blue eyes stared at her from the framed photo. Her hair curled sweetly with an Easter bonnet perched perfectly to one side while a smile that brightened the darkened room graced her little lips. A tear eased down Kat’s cheek while her gloved fingertips traced the outline of the child.

      Her child.

      “Casey,” Kat whispered before realization set on her.

      She was robbing her ex-husband’s house.

      Kat stood up and quickly headed for the door. Back- tracking, she was passing by the kitchen when she stopped abruptly. Raising her flashlight to shine on the refrigerator, she covered a gasp. Artwork by her daughter suspended by colorful magnets hung on the front of the refrigerator. There was even a drawing of three stick figures by a house under a bright sun. Labeled above one of those stick figures, it said mommy.

      “Mommy?”

      Kat swung around to see Casey standing in pajamas, holding a doll from Kat’s childhood. She let her eyes drink in the figure of her six-year-old daughter for only a moment then knelt, opening her arms. Casey ran to her, hugging Kat’s neck tightly. She trembled feeling Casey’s tears drop onto her skin.

      Selfishly, she held the small body of her daughter for a long time. She knew it was dangerous to do it, but she didn’t care. She had her precious baby girl back in her arms.

      Taking several deep breaths of her sweet daughter’s scent, something for her memory to hold onto, she knew it was time to let her go. It took all of Kat’s strength to remove Casey’s arms and put her finger to her daughter’s lips to urge her to speak softly.

      “Hey, Casey,” Kat whispered.

      “Mommy, where did you go?”

      Casey’s words cut Kat deeply. She had no answer. Since the divorce, Greg had been very cold and distant, but he’d never denied her seeing Casey. One year ago, however, Kat had been arrested for breaking and entering. That was when Greg had sued for full custody. Kat had been in jail when the paperwork went through, then he’d moved without letting her know where he was.

      When Kat had been released six months later for good behavior, she’d spent every dime she had looking unsuccessfully for Greg and Casey. With the rent due and bills looming, Kat felt she had no choice but to go back to her old way of life. She began breaking into homes again, looking for items that would make a quick, no-questions-asked sale to help relieve the mounting stack of unpaid bills. The remaining cash would allow her to continue to look for her daughter.

      Kat smoothed her daughter’s unruly curls, gave her a smile and rose. Glancing toward the refrigerator again, she had every intention of stealing only one thing from this house and that was the artwork she had been a part of. When she opened her mouth to answer, the hairs on the back of her neck stood up. Something was wrong.

      Inhaling deeply, she began to gag then coughed hard. What was that smell? Had Greg cooked something earlier that the scent was just now reaching her? It smelled awful, like rotten eggs. Her eyes widened.

      Oh my god, there’s a gas leak.

      Turning, she stumbled toward the gas stove and checked all the burners. They were all in the off position. Where was it coming from?

      Turning, her heart leapt to her throat. Her precious girl was slumped to the ground. Racing over, Kat lifted her daughters’ slight body and held her tightly to her chest. Feeling relief that she was still breathing, she turned for the door. She had to get Casey out of the house. Greg would call the fire department and…

      Greg! She’d nearly forgotten about him. Cursing silently, she shifted Casey in her arms and left the kitchen area before finding and heading up the staircase. As she climbed the stairs, she tried to call out his name. Nothing but a hoarse, raspy sound came out.

      Kat tried a couple of doors before she found the master bedroom. Reaching his side, she raised her foot and shoved the mattress several times to rouse Greg without success. Recalling he was a deep sleeper, she sat down next to him and slapped him across the face. Hard.

      Greg woke instantly. “What the hell?”

      Greg sounded confused. Understandably so as a black clad figure was in his house, sitting next to him on his bed, holding his daughter then slapping him with all her might.

      There wasn’t time to explain. Not with all of their lives on the line. Kat thrust Casey in his arms and leaned closer to him to whisper raspy in his ear.

      “Gas… leak…”

      Greg stood quickly and holding Casey tightly, tugged Kat up with him and headed for the door. They half ran, half stumbled down the hallway, then down the steps.

      Briefly, he struggled with the locks before yanking the door open, nearly off of its hinges, and carried Casey outside. Kat took a few steps then collapsed on the porch. With great determination, she started crawling. She felt arms lifting her up and carrying her toward the street.

      “Casey?” she rasped out.

      “She’s safe. I need to go to the neighbor’s and have them call 911. Stay here,” he said, and lay her down on the neighbor’s lawn.

      Kat struggled to keep her eyes open, feeling around next to her until she touched Casey’s still form. She curled her body around her daughter attempting to shield her from the cold. Then she closed her eyes, allowing the darkness to finally overcome her.
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        * * *

      

      The sound of sirens penetrated the haze that surrounded Kat. With great effort, she lifted heavy lids and attempted to focus. She was no longer on the cold ground, which was good, but she didn’t see Casey. In a panic, she sat up quickly, pulling at the plastic tubing that dangled around her.

      “It’s okay, Mrs. Maxwell. You’re safe,” a soothing male voice said.

      Kat ignored him and tugged off the oxygen cup from her mouth and nose. “Casey?”

      “Your daughter is being transported to Children’s Hospital,” the attendant began, but was cut off by Kat yanking the IV from her arm.

      “Hey!”

      Kat scrambled out of the ambulance. Once outside, she bent over and put her hands on her knees. Waves of dizziness and nausea threatened to overcome her but she pushed it away the best she could. She had to find her daughter. Shrugging off the helping hand of the attendant, she looked for Greg.

      When she found him, he was talking to a police officer. Just the sight of the uniform gave her a sense of urgency to escape, but she wouldn’t. She would face any consequences if that meant finding out how her daughter was doing.

      “Kat? What are you doing? You should be on your way to the hospital,” Greg said in a voice full of concern.

      “Casey.” She coughed then gagged, trying to clear the horrid taste from her mouth.

      “She’ll be fine,” he said. “They are just taking her in as a precaution. I’m on my way over there.”

      “I’m going with you,” Kat said firmly.

      “Kat, you need to go to the hospital.”

      “I am. Children’s Hospital, to check on my daughter.”

      Greg closed his eyes before giving her a brief nod. When he took her hand in his, a man wearing a suit stopped them. Kat made him as a detective.

      “One moment please,” the man said. “There’s still the matter of who broke into your house, Mr. Maxwell.”

      Kat froze in terror. She was torn between the need to be at her daughters’ side and fleeing from the police. If she was taken into custody, she would absolutely never see Casey again. With her heart pounding hard in her chest, she waited. She also was sure the detective could hear it, shining the light of guilt on her.

      With a practiced movement, she shifted her eyes around the area, seeking the best way to escape without alerting the men around her.

      No, I can’t do this. I have to find out about Casey.

      She pushed back the rising panic, barely managing to keep her emotions in check.

      “Can’t this wait, Detective? Kat and I need to check on our daughter.”

      “No actually, it can’t. Mrs. Maxwell has a record and is on probation for surprisingly the same crime committed here this evening.”

      “I assume that you have a point, Detective. Please make it
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